In 1934, Mr Phimister, the headmaster of Embo School, sent
out a heartfelt appeal for funds to improve the existing pier. As
he said in the Northern Times after a January storm, ‘the
urgent need of an improved harbour to protect the craft is
long overdue’. This would be a great help to ‘the hard toilers of
the deep’. His appeal went out to the great and good of the
area, but also to the stars of Hollywood!

In Dunbeath in 1840 there were 106
coopers, 325 boats, 937 gutters and
packers and 1,321 fishermen!

Unfortunately not every year was as profitable as 1838;
records show that Marcus Louttit, a local fish curer, was
applying for Poor Relief in 1840 - a bad herring year.

The ‘fishwives’ of the Seaboard Villages were famous for
carrying the fish caught by their husbands and fathers the day
before into the countryside to sell to the farmers’ wives, often
bartering the fish for milk, butter or meat.
Visitor attraction:

Community Centre

www.seaboardcentre.com.

HERITAGE
FISHING
TRAIL

The money raised resulted in the present ‘improved’ pier, now
sadly once again in a poor condition after the violent storm in
2012. The spirit of independence of the villagers shown over
the pier continues and in July 1988 Embo declared
independence for one day with the ‘Cuddie’ (a small saithe
fish) as its currency.

The author, Neil M. Gunn (1891-1973) was born in Dunbeath
and lived there until he was 12. He drew on his experiences of
the surrounding countryside, especially the herring industry,
for his books such as ‘The Silver Darlings’, ‘Highland River’ and
‘Morning Tide’. There is a statue of ‘Ken and the Salmon’ in
memory of Neil Gunn at the harbour.

Visitor attraction:

Historylinks Museum

www.historylinks.org.uk

In Helmsdale there were:1,479 barrels cured in 1817
34,492 barrels cured in 1825
46,571 barrels cured in 1839

EMBO

AVOCH

Approximately 3 miles north of Dornoch is the small village of
Embo which developed during the early years of the 19th
century to exploit the plentiful cod and haddock found offshore rather than herring.
Visitor attraction: (with a display of boats at the harbour)

Avoch is a typical traditional fishing village, nestled in a shallow
bay on the Black Isle, and like many others saw its boom
during the herring and sprat fishing years. The ‘Kessack’
herring, filling the waters of the Beauly Firth during the winter
months, were considered the finest.

The white fish industry could be very erratic and some years
very little money came into the households. Nevertheless,
boats got bigger and a pier was built. The first pier was
inadequate and in the winter the fishermen took their boats a
little way north for shelter. However, even in this little bay, the
ferocious storms of winter would lash the sea and tear the
boats from their moorings and destroy them.

The harbour was built in 1818 beside the Thomas Telforddesigned bridge over the River Ullie.

The harbour was built in 1814 by Sir Alexander MacKenzie to a
design by Thomas Telford. This was a great asset to the village
but as the fishing fleet grew, the harbour couldn't contain all
of them and some of the fleet had to be hauled up the beach
by the houses and into the mouth of the burn. The ‘Dock’, as it
was known, consisted of a jumble of houses, with ‘the
streeties’ being built gable-on to the sea to afford shelter from
the weather, and it has retained much of its design and
character today.

The new village was built on British Fisheries Society lines on
land owned by the Second Duke of Sutherland. Many of the
people ‘cleared’ from the nearby strath were resettled in
Helmsdale and encouraged to take part in the herring boom
rather than continue with their traditional farming.

The core fishing families of Jack, Patience, MacLeman and
Skinner are still much in evidence within the community, but
fishing now takes place further afield, with catches landed at
larger fishing ports. The harbour is now used mainly by leisure
craft, and the dock is a designated conservation area.

Dunbeath Heritage Centre
www.dunbeath-heritage.org.uk

HELMSDALE

Visitor attraction:

Timespan Museum

www.timespan.org.uk

BALINTORE/SEABOARD VILLAGES
This group of three villages, Shandwick, Balintore and Hilton of
Cadboll, have a long history of fishing for cod and haddock,
being shown on an early map (1747-1752) as ‘Fishertown’.
The harbour at Balintore was built in the 1890s; previously the
boats would have been pulled up onto the beach.

HISTORIC FISHING TRAIL OF
HARBOURS IN CAITHNESS
SUTHERLAND & THE BLACK ISLE
© The Wick Society - All rights reserved

The village is overlooked by the ruins of Ormond Castle which
is of great historic significance, as it was from here that
Andrew De Moray, alongside William Wallace, jointly led
Scotland to victory at the battle of Stirling Bridge in 1297.

INTRODUCTION
Since people arrived on the shores of Scotland nine thousand
years ago they have exploited the sea, fishing largely for cod,
haddock and herring. At its simplest, fishing with a baited line
from the shore was effective but soon people were making
boats to go out to sea.

WHITE FISH
Cod and haddock still provide the majority of the modern
Scottish fishing catch.
The traditional fishing method used a long line of hooks baited
by the women of the village with lug worms or mussels they
had dug out of the sands.
The men took the lines to sea in small boats. Often the women
of these fishing villages carried their husbands on their backs
out to the floating boats to stop them getting wet before they
even began a hard day’s fishing.

The fishing station would also include coopers who made the
barrels and the bosses, the curers, who hired everyone.
The herring boom of the 1800s made some curers very rich,
but fishing was a chancy business and there were many
tragedies when the North Sea storms caught fishermen out,
such as the Moray Firth Disaster of 18th August 1848. Eight
hundred boats set out on fine summer’s day, but 124 were
overtaken by a sudden fierce storm and 100 lives were lost,
leaving 49 widows and 161 orphans.
Perhaps an even more distressing event happened in 1871 in
Avoch when a salmon coble ferried out a crew of 5 plus 16
fisherwomen to a bigger boat anchored in the bay. The women
were going to help sell the excellent catch in Inverness. Within
a stone's throw of the beach the coble started taking on water,
finally sinking with the loss of 13.

In later years, the Temperance Society successfully made Wick
a ‘dry’ town where there were no public houses selling alcohol
from 1922-1945.
In 1868 Robert Louis Stevenson came to Wick with his father
who was working on the new Breakwater in Wick Bay. Young
Stevenson did not like the cold weather in Wick but enjoyed
his time diving on the breakwater to observe the construction,
and exploring the environs of the town.
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Wick Heritage Centre

SALT HERRING
Fishing for herring developed in Scotland from the end of the
18th Century and the salting (or ‘cure’) of gutted herring with
high quality imported salt became a boom industry. Good
quality Scottish salt herring was exported to the Baltic
countries, Germany and Russia and a ready market was found
in the provision of food for soldiers during the Peninsular
Wars.
Trade declined between the First and Second World Wars and
finally came to an end in the 1950s, by which time over-fishing
had reduced stocks and food fashions had changed.
Although fishermen caught the fish, women played a vital role
in the industry. Thousands of women were paid to gut and
pack the herring into the barrels with layers of salt. A good
crew of two women could gut 60 herring a minute, while a
third would pack them neatly into the barrels.

DUNBEATH

LYBSTER

HELMSDALE

Like Wick, Lybster is still an active harbour.

Female net makers earned
between 2½d and
3½d per day.

In 1838 there were 101
boats working out of
Lybster harbour.

EMBO

Dornoch
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WICK ‘Herringopolis’
In 1757 three men - Alexander Miller, John Anderson and John
Sutherland - began the ‘modern’ herring industry, producing
high quality salt herring in Staxigoe, two miles north of Wick.
The British Fishery Society commissioned Thomas Telford to
plan and build a new harbour and town to accommodate the
fishermen in a new port. Completed in 1805, the new fishing
village was named Pultneytown after Telford’s patron, Sir
William Pulteney. In 1840 the population of the town
increased during the fishing season to over 10,000 people,
some living 10-12 to a room, and it was said that up to 500
gallons of whisky were
drunk per day!
In Wick there were 7,882 employed
in fishing in 1840 and 2,175 women
gutters produced 69,495
barrels of fish!

As the herring boom took off, every bay and inlet was utilised
as a harbour for herring boats. The local landowner David
Brodie of Hopeville built this harbour in a small natural bay,
around the 1830s.
Today all that remains of the herring fisheries and harbour are
a ruined building (see above), probably a storehouse, the
remains of a slipway and the platforms where the herring
would have been gutted and packed into wooden barrels.

BALINTORE

Dingwall

Elgin

AVOCH
Nairn

SARCLET
In complete contrast to Wick, this tiny hamlet is an example of
the highs and lows of the herring industry of the 19th century.

SARCLET
LYBSTER

www.wickheritage.org

Photographs from the 1890s show this port filled with boats in
the inner and outer harbour. Today the remains of the
buildings around the harbour associated with the herring
fishing include a smoke house for kippering. This building has
been converted into a museum showcasing the herring
industry.

HERRING
‘the Silver Darlings’

WICK
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Visitor attraction:

The fish caught was taken by the women (fishwives) round the
farms and bartered for milk
and butter or sold for cash.

The north part of the trail concentrates on this small oily fish
which swims in huge shoals. Once caught, it must be
preserved quickly by salting, smoking or modern methods such
as canning and freezing, or it spoils.

Thurso

The Wick to Lybster railway was built to encourage the
expansion of the fishing industry; opened in 1903 and closed in
1944 it was not successful, although its remains can be seen
alongside the road from Wick. However, when Wick became a
‘dry’ town, Lybster became somewhat notorious as the
fishermen, gutters and coopers came by the railway at the
weekend to visit the pubs and relax.
Visitor attraction: (with an example of a curing house)

Waterlines Heritage Centre

Open May – Sept

The crescent and row of houses that remain beside the single
track road were built to house the people employed in the
herring industry.

DUNBEATH

Although the harbour was still in good repair in the 1870s
there are reports that during its life three harbours were built
here. However, each one was washed away by storms and
eventually the fishermen stopped fighting nature and moved
north to Wick.

In 1838, there were local harbours from Lybster to Dunbeath,
including Latheronwheel, Clyth, East Clyth, Forse and Swiney.
Each barrel of salt herring could be sold for £1, bringing in
about £40,000 in a successful year to this stretch of coastline
alone.

Herring fishing began in Dunbeath in 1791 and by 1838 a total
of 76 boats were stationed here.
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Inverness

We are grateful for support and permission to use photos from the following;








Dunbeath Preservation Trust
Historylinks Museum, Dornoch
Michael Armitage, Avoch
Timespan Museum, Helmsdale
Wick Heritage Centre: the Johnston Collection
Waterlines Heritage Centre, Lybster

For more activities to enjoy on your holiday please see

www.visitdornoch.com
WWW.NORTHCOAST500.COM

